A TExTBooK with this title could be written in two ways. Either it is one man's view of emergency work, emphasising his pet subjects and viewing the field from his particular viewpoint. This viewpoint is determined by whether the author works in an industrial town, down by the docks in a port, in the centre of a metropolis or in a small market town in a farming community. The pattern of emergencies which emerges in these places will be quite different and in all the pattern will change with time. New industrial processes, new materials, new psychotropic drugs and new agricultural chemicals bring with them new emergencies. Nevertheless one man's approach to emergencies, his philosophy of management, can be of great value to students of medicine and particularly to casualty physicians and surgeons. The care of emergencies requires skill and judgement which is born of years of experience coupled with an awareness of the latest hazards. For too long the hospital casualty department has been the domain of the inexperienced or of the doctor whose ambitions lie elsewhere. These departments require a special skill and those with it should be recognised in the same way as experts in the other branches of medicine and surgery.
The second way of writing a textbook on "Emergencies" is to endeavour to supply all the factual information a doctor may need to deal with any emergency. This is manifestly impossible, and even if, as has been done by Dr. Alan Birch, a team of doctors is employed to write such a text it is doomed to be incomplete by the time it is published.
Dr. Birch's book contains many excellent sections and in some, such as that dealing with mushroom poisoning, there is information which it would be hard to find elsewhere. But parts of the text are superficial and even misleading. While describing the respiratory symptoms which often occur when paraldehyde is given intravenously, there is no mention of the fact that fatal pulmonary oedema occurs and that therefore paraldehyde should not be given intravenously.
There are many useful diagrams and illustrations, but some of these would be more appropriate to a short text on clinical methods or surgical handicraft. There are some misleading and confusing errors such as the labelling of the diagrams on page 175. This is a reference book which should find its place in the casualty department of every hospital in Britain, but the consultant-in-charge should go through it periodically to make sure that the telephone numbers of the reference centres are right, that the methods of treatment are up to date and that the equipment referred to in the text is, in fact, available. But I would have preferred to have seen a text of the other type, written by Dr. Birch describing his own personal view and giving us his special knowledge rather than this attempt at an encyclopedia. P.C.E.
